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I
n her 20-year tenure as an employee,
Brenda had firmly established her rep-
utation as a bully. No one dared chal-
lenge her. She didn’t hesitate to ad-

dress her manager using foul language.
Much of the time, she did whatever she
wanted, whenever she wanted. She often
used her power as union steward to stomp
out of management-union meetings, com-
plete with door-slamming.

Over the years management had tried
numerous approaches to deal with this
problem, to no avail. They transferred her
from one department to another. They
changed her managers. They initiated pro-
gressive discipline, to which she respond-
ed with grievances and harassment com-
plaints. They changed her role description.
By the time I arrived on the scene as a con-
sultant, the management team was help-
less, intimidated and demoralized.

The dynamic of a management group
held hostage by one or two powerful bully-
ing individuals is not unique to this orga-
nization. And yet, few are willing to label
the problem for what it is — a bullied man-
agement team. It’s a dirty little secret no
one wants to talk about.

Interestingly, this phenomenon often
occurs in organizations where manage-
ment is well-intended, gracious and even
progressive. Such management teams as-
sume others will naturally mirror their
own values and behaviours. Other times,
there could be an unfocused management
team or one who is preoccupied with real-
life survival matters and views this as a
lower priority. Like a heat-seeking missile,
the bullies take advantage of the space
management creates and securely lodge
themselves where they can wreak the most
havoc.

Paths to solutions

By the time management realizes it
needs to shift its thinking to resolve the
problem once and for all, the issue has
reached the point of affecting morale, cus-
tomer service, retention and engagement.

The recognition something significantly
different has to happen usually occurs only
when someone with a fresh perspective (a
new management team member or an out-
side consultant) enters the picture and is
able to see how stuck the system is and
then offer fresh solutions.

Here are a number of options to free a
management team from bullying and,
along with it, improve overall organiza-
tional health:

Call a spade a spade: Recognize the
problem for what it is — a bully-in-the-
making or a full-blown bullying situation
that has resulted in management intimida-
tion. Instead of classifying the problem as
a “personality issue” or mere “incivility,”
label it as bullying and take a decisive ap-
proach.

Get all leaders on board: Anyone in man-
agement whose people interface with the
bully’s activities, even marginally, needs to
be onboard, share the determination to
take action and receive regular updates.
Furthermore, the direct manager needs ex-
tra support from cohorts.

Cut your losses: If you need to fire the
person, go ahead and do it. In the same
way battered wives or bullied individuals
make excuses for the bully, bullied man-
agement teams offer convoluted answers
when asked: “Why don’t you simply fire
this person and pay them whatever it
costs?” Fear of firing is particularly notice-
able in unionized environments, even

though dismissal can be done in these con-
texts as well.

Develop a comprehensive approach to
solving the problem: Bullied management
teams mistakenly perceive the problem as
a one-person concern instead of an organi-
zation-wide threat. However, the key to
solving the problem is developing a multi-
pronged approach that works on multiple
levels. For example:
•Re-commit to your core organizational val-
ues, which often include concepts such as
respect, integrity, community and diversi-
ty. Use these values to develop the deter-
mination necessary to deal with the prob-
lem and then leverage them in all
interventions.

•Create a new and stringent respect/ha-
rassment policy and roll it out with a big
splash. Bring in harassment training for
management and employees and publicly
declare all respect-related matters will be
treated with utmost sternness.

•Appoint a strong direct manager who is
willing and able to execute the new ap-
proach fairly and determinedly.

•Examine the underlying culture — what is
it that enables people to behave in this
way? How have management practices
contributed to the problem? What do peo-
ple believe about who we are, and what’s
OK or not OK to do here, that would sus-
tain this problem behaviour?

•Create “team-operating agreements”
where team members commit to specific
ways of treating each other. This is highly
effective in mobilizing the silent majority
who has suffered in the situation and had
no practical organizational tools to rely
on.

•Rethink your approach to union issues. In
many cases, a bully abuses her union po-
sition or is adept at misusing union-based
tools to her advantage. In these cases, a
new union strategy is crucial to solving
the problem.

Sharon Bar-David is a Toronto-based
motivational speaker, trainer and
organizational development consultant
whose programs help boost engagement
and productivity. Visit her website and
blog at www.sharonbardavid.com or
contact her at
sharon@sharonbardavid.com.

Reverse bullying: Management
teams deserve protection too

© Copyright Thomson Reuters Canada Ltd., April 5, 2010, Toronto, Ontario, (800) 387-5164. Web site: www.hrreporter.com

SHARON BAR-DAVID

■ GUEST COMMENTARY



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [1200 1200]
  /PageSize [792.000 1098.000]
>> setpagedevice


